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alls for independence in 
Catalonia are finding a 
sympathetic audience 
in the Maghreb, which 
shares important historic 

and geographic ties with the au-
tonomous Spanish region.

The official response of North Af-
rican governments, many of which 
are dealing with territorial disputes 
within their own borders, has been 
more cautious, however.

In Morocco, the Sahrawi nation-
alist Polisario Front has been fight-
ing for independence in Western 
Sahara for almost four decades. 
Morocco maintains the region is an 
integral part of the kingdom.

Mindful of this struggle over 
Western Sahara, the Moroccan gov-
ernment lent support to Madrid in 
its efforts to stop Catalonia’s inde-
pendence bid.

El Houssein Abouchi, a constitu-
tional law professor at Cadi Ayyad 
University in Marrakech, said Ra-
bat’s “position stems from the gov-
ernment’s opposition to secession-
ist movements and the defence of 
state territorial unity and integrity.”

“There are political groups that 
oppose Rabat in Western Sahara 
but the Spanish government backs 
Morocco over the Sahara issue,” he 
added.

Algeria is on the defensive 
against a movement in the Berber-
speaking Kabylie region, whose 
inhabitants have long sought in-
dependence from what they term 
the “Arab-Islamic colonisation” of 
Algiers.

Government officials remained 
quiet about the Catalan issue, 
as voicing support for the refer-
endum would put them at odds 
with Spain, a key gas importer, 
and coming out against it would 
contradict their support for the 
Polisario Front on the principle of 
self-determination.

But the Algerian daily Algérie 
Patriotique, which is widely seen 
as the unofficial mouthpiece of the 
Algerian Foreign Ministry, warned 
against “secessionism.”

“The contagion of secessionism 
seems to spread and would spare 
no state if it were to continue un-
checked. We knew the threats 
against state unity in Libya, Iraq 
and Syria,” the newspaper said.

Iraqi Kurds had a non-binding 
referendum in September, in 
which more than 90% voted to 
break with Iraq. The result did not 
immediately result in independ-
ence but Kurdish leaders said they 
remain committed to negotiating 
an independent state.

Breaking Libya into three enti-
ties has been proposed by factions 
fighting for power and wealth 
since Muammar Qaddafi’s regime 
was ousted in a 2011 NATO-backed 
uprising.

The Kabylie independence 
movement in Algeria came out in 
strong support of Catalan’s cam-
paign, urging its own population 
to follow suit.

“It is a very beautiful lesson for 
many Kabyles who are lost within 
a stalled Algerian nationalism. You 
must follow the Catalan example. 
Wake up and stop dreaming of a 
democratic and free Algeria,” said 
a statement signed by movement 
spokesman Neddaf Mokrane.

Tens of thousands of people 
took to the streets in April in Tizi 
Ouzou, the largest city in Kab-
ylie, to commemorate the “Berber 
spring” uprising in 1980.

In Morocco, intellectuals took 
issue with Spanish figures who op-
posed Catalonia’s independence 
movement while supporting sepa-
ratists in Western Sahara.

“I went carefully through the list 
of these figures and spotted many 
of them who often voice support 
for the Polisario,” Moroccan writer 
Fouad Laroui said in an opinion 
piece.

“(This) means they are against 
the independence of Catalonia, a 
nation of almost 8 million people 
with its proper language, tradi-
tions, history, a rich industrialised 
nation that will remain prosperous 
without Spain while they support 
the independence of a desert re-
gion with a population that is the 
equivalent to a Catalan district,” 
he added.

Other intellectuals and activists 
urged the government not to use 
Madrid’s forceful response to the 
Catalan crisis as an excuse to crack 
down on protest movements in 
Morocco, such as in the northern 
Rif area.

“It is indeed attractive to com-
pare Catalonia to the Moroccan Rif 
region because both regions have 

suffered from repression and col-
lective punishment by the central 
government in the first during the 
Francoism and the second from 
iron-fist rule of King Hassan,” said 
Moroccan historian Mohamed 
Boudhane. “But the comparison 
between what the central Span-
ish government did in Catalonia 
on October 1 and what the central 
government of Morocco has been 
doing in the Rif since May 26 is not 
possible.”

“The Catalans breached the rule 
of law by staging an independence 
referendum but the population in 
the Rif took to the streets in peace-
ful demonstrations since the death 
of fishmonger Mohsen Fikri to de-
mand freedom, dignity and social 
justice. Do these demands breach 
the law and the constitution?” he 
asked.

The largest protest movement 
since the “Arab spring” in 2011 
broke out last October after Fikri, 
a 31-year old Moroccan fish-seller, 

was crushed to death in a rubbish 
truck in the northern Al-Hoceima 
region as he tried to retrieve a con-
fiscated swordfish.

Months of protests grew into a 
wider social movement known as 
al-Hirak al-Shaabi in May. Moroc-
can police arrested approximately 
300 demonstrators.

“It is true and fair to assert that 
we do not accept opponents’ calls 
for support of foreign powers to 
trample our sovereignty but the 
international public opinion of-
fered and is still giving a kind of 
brake towards some regimes who 
crush their people,” said rights ac-
tivist Youssef Itabtou.

“It would do no good to use the 
intervention of the Spanish po-
lice to prevent the Catalan inde-
pendence as cover and excuse to 
repress those who demand basic 
dignity.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Winds of division. A man holds an Amazigh flag in front of police officers during a demonstration in 
Rabat, last June.                  (AP)

 Algeria is on the 
defensive against a 
movement in the 
Berber-speaking 
Kabylie region, whose 
inhabitants have long 
sought independence.
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orocco’s leading polit-
ical parties are suffer-
ing from a leadership 
crisis as their annual 
conferences approach 

in the coming months.
The Islamist Justice and Develop-

ment (PJD) party won 125 out of the 
395 seats in the Moroccan House of 
Representatives in elections a year 
ago, beating the Authenticity and 
Modernity Party (PAM), which se-
cured 102 seats. The Independence 
Party (PI) was third with 45 seats.

The PI, the country’s oldest po-
litical party, has had troubles, losing 
several important seats in the latest 
election.

A dinner attended by PI delegates 
September 29 in Rabat turned into 
a war of flying plates and chairs be-
tween supporters of PI Secretary-
General Hamid Chabat and those of 
rival candidate Nizar Baraka.

Political analyst Mohammed 
Elfenich criticised the chaotic scene 
on his Facebook page.

“The flying plates have become 
a fact and not a scientific doubt,” 
wrote Elfenich.

“The flying plates were seen last 
night at the PI conference. It is very 
normal for the flying plates to ap-
pear after the money that was flown 
away from the municipalities, local 
and regional councils. Will the state 
protect the nation before it flies, 
too?” he asked.

The scuffle forced the organisers 
of the party’s congress to postpone 
the election of a new leader.

Chabat’s hopes of running for a 
second term as the party’s leader 
have faded away as he is being 
viewed as persona non grata by oth-
ers in the party.

Rachid Aourraz, a researcher at 
the Arab Centre for Scientific Re-
search and Human Studies, said 
conflicts within the PI were like 
those of any political party with 
decades of history, as personal in-
terests can overtake the party’s po-
litical agenda.

“However, what happened at 
the dinner shows that there isn’t a 
strong political and institutional 
culture within Moroccan parties,” 
said Aourraz. “Everyone is trying 
to protect their own interests and 
those of their backers once in pow-
er. This is why we see such kind of 
hostile receptions.”

Chabat’s supporters denounced 
the Makhzen’s hold on their party, 
an accusation that was levelled by 
their leader at a news conference in 
September.

Baraka, grandson of party found-
er Allal el-Fassi, a two-time minis-
ter and president of the Economic, 
Social and Environmental Council 
(ESEC), is a favourite to succeed 
Chabat after promising delegates 
a new era and reunification of the 
party.

PJD, the leading Islamist party, is 
also going through difficult times.

After the coalition government 
presented a summary of its first 120 
days in power September 11, some 
PJD members objected that a repre-
sentative of ousted Prime Minister 
Abdelilah Benkirane had been un-
able to speak. This prompted Prime 
Minister Saad Eddine El Othmani 
to request party Deputy Secretary-
General Slimane el Omrani to pro-

vide evidence he had been denied 
an opportunity to speak, Al Ahdath 
Al Maghribia daily reported.

Driss El Azami El Idrissi, the lead-
er of the PJD’s parliamentary group, 
expressed reservations to Othmani 
over commitments he had made on 
behalf of the party.

“If the PJD’s commitment in the 
majority government implies that 
its deputies vote with the majority, 
it does not oblige them to support 
the positions of the government,” 
Idrissi told Al Ahdath Al Maghribia. 
“Talking about a perfect cohesion 
within the governmental majority is 
exaggerated. People should not be 
fooled.”

Benkirane, who is seeking a third 
mandate at the helm of the PJD, 
planned an electoral meeting for 
September 13 in Tetouan in support 

of Mohamed Idaamar for a parlia-
mentary seat, which he won after 
the original vote was invalidated by 
the Constitutional Court for finan-
cial irregularities.

Idaamar, however, cancelled the 
meeting for “technical and objec-
tive reasons.” Moroccan media re-
ported that a conflict between Ben-
kirane and Othmani was behind the 
cancellation.

The PJD has long been known for 
its cohesion but cracks emerged 
after Benkirane’s failure to form a 
majority government cost him the 
premiership.

Benkirane made his first public 
comments on his party’s crisis in an 
interview in mid-September with 
PJD TV, saying it stems from prob-
lems on “both the party and leader-
ship levels.”

“Since the beginning of the crisis, 
I have tried to manage it as best I 
can,” he said. “I am waiting for the 
day when the brothers will take this 
burden from me and put it on some-
one else’s back, in peace and for 
peace within the party.”

“I hear things about me that hurt 
me and that come from people who 
are close to me. Until then, I prefer 
to be silent. Knowing that, as secre-
tary-general, I can set up commis-
sions of inquiry,” he added.

Benkirane’s statement comes 
ahead of the party’s annual confer-
ence scheduled for December 9.

The PAM is facing a leadership 
crisis after Ilyas El Omari abruptly 
resigned after only 18 months as 
party secretary-general.

Omari’s main objective was to 
win the legislative elections but, al-
though the PAM increased its num-
ber of parliamentary seats, he was 
defeated by incumbent Islamists.

Omari said he took responsibility 
for his party’s mistakes.

The party has not issued an of-
ficial statement on what steps it 
would take to elect Omari’s succes-
sor and a party meeting to discuss 
the issue was postponed.

During a meeting in September, 
some PAM members accused lead-
ership members of mismanage-
ment.

“There is competition between 
candidates in the main political par-
ties, which is proving that there is 
some maturity but the real compe-
tition should be about the political 
manifestos that will be presented to 
the voters,” said Aourraz.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.
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Difficult times. A view of the Moroccan parliament during a joint 
public meeting devoted to the presentation of the government’s 
programme in Rabat, last April.                  (AFP)


